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Access Community Services Ltd (Access) is a 
specialist settlement, employment and training, 
youth and social enterprise service provider, 
operating in Logan and the wider Southeast 
Queensland region for over 30 years. We are a 
community based, non-profit organisation providing 
support to approximately 10 000 clients annually. 
Through our service delivery we recognise that 
women, particularly those from culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds, play 
a fundamental role in the effective settlement of 
families and in establishing the multicultural identity 
of Australia.  The skills, leadership and resilience of 
women has a direct impact on the settlement and 

social integration mindset of the entire family due 
to the central role women play in keeping families 
cohesive. 

Access has a specific focus on domestic and family 
violence (DFV) as a legal and health issue for CALD 
women in Australia, particularly new arrivals.  As 
a settlement service provider, we maintain that 
the first five years of migrants and refugees’ lives 
in Australia is the most important time to identify 
clients facing DFV, because this type of behaviour 
is most prevalent during times of transition.   Recent 
ABS statistics have identified the need for this issue 
to be at the forefront of legal initiatives.

Since the age of 15:

1 in 5
 Australian women 
have experienced 
sexual violence 

1 in 6
Australian women 
have experienced 
physical or sexual 

violence from a 
current or former 

partner1 

1 in 4
Australian women 
have experienced 
emotional abuse 
by a current or 
former partner 

1 in 3 
Australian women 
have experienced 
physical violence

1“Violence against Women: Key Statistics,” Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (May 14, 2014). http://anrows.org.au/
sites/default/files/Violence-Against-Australian-Women-Key-Statistics.pdf 
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However, research, and the experiences of frontline 
staff, demonstrates that CALD women experience 
significant barriers in seeking support services and 
legal action, which include: 

Service Complexity 
Bureaucracy and fragmentation leads to gaps 
in services for women at risk of DFV. A service 
may unintentionally appear intimidating to CALD 
communities. The service image portrayed through 
front-of-house staff or promotional material may 
not reflect the cultural diversity that exists in the 
community itself. For example, the employment of 
staff from CALD backgrounds may not be evident, 
and the service may not provide information in 
appropriate languages. Many women will not 
access services if they are staffed by same-
culture professionals or staff who are known to, 
or potentially known to, their families and broader 
community networks. This is due in large part to 
concerns about confidentiality, and is particularly 
relevant to young women, who are in general 
subject to more community monitoring than their 
male counterparts.2

Lack of Knowledge about DFV Laws and 
Available Services
Specialised support services and Community 
Leaders have reported that CALD women are still 
in the stages of learning to recognise signs of DFV, 
thus do not report experiences of violence. Many 
migrants and refugees originate from countries 
where violence against women is not only legal, 
but embedded in the definition of marriage3. 
Furthermore, newly arrived migrants and refugees 
often rely on their local cultural community (i.e. 
family, friends, community & religious leaders) 
about services and DFV processes. Often, 
these community members do not have a clear 

understanding of DFV themselves or advise clients 
of worse-case scenarios which lead to fear (i.e. 
child safety involvement or children removed), and 
as a result no action is taken by those experiencing 
oppression.

Language Barriers 
Even though many refugees acquire reasonable 
verbal English language skills relatively soon 
after arrival, they often experience confidence 
issues and feel misunderstood. The fact that many 
service providers find foreign accents difficult 
to understand exacerbates existing confidence 
issues. CALD women are also hesitant to use 
interpreting services due to the reported lack of 
training of interpreters to objectively translate, and 
the risk of confidentiality breaches4.

Home Country as a Frame of Reference 
Many newly arrived migrant women come from a 
cultural context where seeking help for problems 
outside the family is considered to bring shame on 
the individual, family and community. In addition, 
refugee women often evaluate their current 
experiences of violence using their home countries 
as a point of reference, and assess their present 
situations in relation to how they were previously 
treated.  Women may believe they are better off 
experiencing abuse in a peaceful, safe country 
like Australia, rather than remaining in their home 
country5.

2 Annabelle Allimant and Beata Ostapiej-Piatkowski, Supporting women from CALD backgrounds who are victim/survivors of sexual violence: 
Challenges and opportunities for practitioners (ACSSA: 2011). https://aifs.gov.au/publications/supporting-women-cald-backgrounds-who-are-
victimsurvivors-sexual-violen/introduction

3Natalie Taylor and Judy Putt, Adult sexual violence in Indigenous and culturally and linguistically diverse communities in Australia (AIC: 2007). 
http://www.aic.gov.au/publications/current%20series/tandi/341-360/tandi345.html

4Victoria Finn. “The Path to Justice: Migrant and Refugee Women’s Experience of the Courts,” A report prepared for the Judicial Council on 
Diversity (Canberra: 2016).

5M. Adelman, E. Erez, & G. Carol. “Intersections of immigration and domestic violence: Voices of battered immigrant women,” Feminist 
Criminology, 4(1) (2009): 32-56. 
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Community Pressure 
Women have reported that there is pressure in 
their communities to persevere and keep their 
family together even if DFV takes place.  Some 
elders and Community Leaders encourage women 
experiencing DFV to refrain from reporting and to 
“solve the problem in-house.”  When refugees leave 
their home country, they usually have few, if any, 
family members to turn to for support, and due to 
language barriers, it is difficult to meet new circles 
of friends.  This makes it easier for male partners to 
isolate and control women. Even if migrant women 
do have family members in host countries, certain 
orthodox views will carry over from their homeland 
that condone DFV6.

Fear of Authority 
Experiences of DFV are exacerbated by 
lack of trust in authority figures, such as law 
enforcement, court practitioners and migration 
officials.  The concept of trusting authority is new 
for many migrants and refugees, due to previous 
experiences of government corruption.  Migrant 

women are usually sponsored or linked to a male 
family member’s visa and their lack of knowledge 
of the migration system leads them to believe they 
will be deported if they contact officials about DFV. 
Furthermore, Community Leaders have reported 
that many women will not report DFV based on the 
fear that their abuser will be taken away (possibly 
to their death), and that their children will be 
apprehended by the Department of Child Safety7.

Access has implemented a health-justice program 
(99 Steps), designed to improve pathways for 
vulnerable CALD women and their children, to 
support services that assist in the prevention 
of DFV.  Another key point of difference is the 
emphasis on recovery for those transitioning out of 
crisis support and who need to re-engage with the 
local community, workforce and wider supports. 
Our diverse work with women experiencing DFV 
through counselling, legal and casework responses 
has informed our knowledge of gaps in family law 
procedures and services.  

6Natalie Taylor and Judy Putt, Adult sexual violence in Indigenous and culturally and linguistically diverse communities in Australia (AIC: 2007). 
http://www.aic.gov.au/publications/current%20series/tandi/341-360/tandi345.html

7M. Adelman, E. Erez & N. Shalhoub-Kevorkian, N., “Policing violence against minority women in multicultural societies: “community” and the 
politics of exclusion,” Police & Society, 7, (2003):105-133.
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